historical account of Ockham's polemical writings. It is intended to decipher Ockham's motives and theoretical solutions to the ecclesiastical and political problems that he identified in contemporary Christendom.
Had Ockham not been in Avignon in 1328, perhaps we would never have known him as a political thinker and an ecclesiastical dissenter. Until 1324, Ockham was a leading scholar at Oxford in such fields as logic, metaphysics and natural philosophy. His anti-realism, which has conventionally been described as terminism or nominalism, made his logical, metaphysical and theological enquiries innovative and idiosyncratic. Before his visit to Avignon he had not, as far as we can determine, written anything of a political nature. According to the conventional account, however, his summoning to the papal court in 1324 changed the course of his life; the orthodoxy of his theological and philosophical writings was officially questioned. John Luttrell, a Thomist who had been Chancellor of the University of Oxford until 1322, accused Ockham of heresy; and this accusation brought him to the papal court. Luttrell produced and submitted to the papacy a list of fifty-six heterodox propositions, and subsequently Ockham was summoned to the papal court and subjected to a formal inquisition. But the enquiry into Ockham's doctrinal orthodoxy coincided with the period when John XXII was engaged in a furious battle of words with the Franciscan Order. Ockham eventually fled from Avignon with Michael of Cesena and others, including the Franciscan canonist Bonagratia of Bergamo; they went first to Pisa and then to the imperial court in Munich. Ockham was excommunicated in June 1328.
2
This dramatic story, however, has been subject to revision in the past two decades and its truth remains largely uncertain. Recent biographical accounts question whether Ockham was actually 'summoned' to the papal court in 1324. He may have visited Avignon as a result of a commission from his order to teach there, and it has been argued that he was not 'summoned' to the court until 1326.
3 According to another account, he knew that an enquiry awaited him at the papal court, but visited Avignon voluntarily in 1324 since he was optimistic about its outcome.
4 Thus, the reason why Ockham left England for Avignon is a contentious issue. But how and why he was subjected to a formal inquisition also remains puzzling. We know that John Luttrell orchestrated it; however, we are uncertain whether Ockham was the only person to be implicated. Further, Luttrell's motives for accusing Ockham of heresy are unclear. According to the traditional account, Luttrell questioned Ockham's doctrinal orthodoxy while he was still Chancellor of the University of Oxford; this resulted in Luttrell's defeat and resignation from the Chancellorship. The resentful Luttrell appealed to the papal court for a ruling in the dispute; subsequently, Ockham was summoned.
5 This understanding has been challenged by another view: that Luttrell's departure from Oxford had nothing to do with Ockham. According to this, Luttrell became interested in and suspicious of Ockham's speculative writings in order to win John XXII's favour. An undated letter from Stephen of Kettleburg advises Luttrell to visit Avignon and produce two theological treatises, since the pope desires able theologians to be based at the papal court.
6 Hence, there was no doctrinal dispute between Ockham and Luttrell while the latter was still Chancellor of the University of Oxford. In short, Ockham's Avignon period remains unclear. However, one thing is certain: Ockham departed from Avignon with his Franciscan colleagues in May 1328 and withdrew obedience from the allegedly heretical pope.
Ockham's flight to Munich, however, meant that he became embroiled in yet another conflict of a political nature. Munich was a stronghold of Ludwig of Bavaria, who was engaged in a dispute with John XXII over the imperial election. At the turn of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, the imperial throne was held by two houses: Hapsburg and Luxemburg. In 1273, Rudolph of Hapsburg was elected, and he was succeeded by his son Albert I. In 1308 the imperial throne passed to Henry VII of the house of Luxemburg. But in the election of 1314, the majority of electoral princes voted for Ludwig of Bavaria, who was head of the house of Wittelsbach. Two of the electors preferred a Hapsburg candidate, and civil war broke out between the imperial claimants.
In 1317, Pope John XXII declared that the imperial throne was vacant. Meanwhile, Ludwig defeated his rival at the battle of M€ uhldorf and invaded Italy. Pope John excommunicated Ludwig in 1324. In 1328 Ludwig occupied Rome and had himself acclaimed emperor by the Roman people. Furthermore, the imperial camp made an official declaration that the imperial authority was derived directly from God, not from the pope. Ever since the coronation of Charlemagne in 800, the emperorship had been seen as a gift of the papacy. Now it was declared that no papal approval was necessary in the process of electing the emperor. Imperial propagandists rejected the view that the papacy was the source of legitimate imperial authority.
7
Thus the dissident Franciscans' withdrawal from papal obedience coincided with the height of the dispute between the papacy and the Holy Roman Empire. The circumstances in which Ockham began his polemical career are complex: the dispute between the papacy and the Franciscans, the conflict between Pope John XXII and Ludwig of Bavaria, and Ockham's own subjection to a formal inquisition all converged on the refuge of the so-called 'Michaelist' Franciscans in Munich. Mapping Ockham's polemical activities in this political and ecclesiastical matrix is a challenge that confronts every student of his political thought.
During his sojourn in Munich, Ockham's literary output was not only massive but also covered a wide range of concerns. Indeed, Ockham's interests changed over time and none of his anti-papal writings summarised the whole range of issues that he discussed. Ockham's polemical career began with the so-called poverty controversy. Perhaps after collaborating on a series of appeals against John XXII, Ockham produced Opus nonaginta dierum (The Work of Ninety Days), 8 probably in three months sometime in the period 1332-4. This extensive rejoinder to John XXII's bull Quia vir reprobus was Ockham's first independent contribution to the Franciscan poverty controversy. The Letter to the General Chapter of the Franciscan Order at Assisi, which was cited at the beginning of the present chapter, was an apologia for his anti-papal polemics, written in spring 1334.
9 Probably in the same year, he began the gigantic Part I of Dialogus (The Dialogue
13 which attacked the heresy of the new pope, Benedict XII. In this work, however, Ockham shifted his focus from Franciscan poverty to the nature of papal power.
The Contra Benedictum was a work of transition: Ockham not only attacked a particular pope but also discussed the nature of ecclesiastical and temporal government at a conceptual level. Thereafter, Ockham's interest shifted to the latter. The major contribution at this stage was Part III of the Dialogus. Tract I tackled various issues concerning papal government; the unfinished Tract II conceptualised imperial government. Ockham also produced a number of shorter works. Octo quaestiones de potestate pape (Eight Questions on the Power of the Pope), 14 written in 1340-1, was, despite its title, a systematic account of the nature of temporal government; Breviloquium de principatu tyrannico (A Short Treatise on Tyrannical Government), 15 written in 1342, is a passionate attack on the papal misconception of the doctrine of plenitudo potestatis ('plenitude of power') and a defence of the independence of temporal rulership from the papacy. His 'swan song' was De imperatorum et pontificum potestate (On the Power of Emperors and Popes), 16 which summarised his polemical contentions on a wide range of issue from Franciscan poverty to the relationship between papal and imperial government, without delving into more generic questions such as papal heresy and ideal constitutions. These works did not attract equal attention among late medieval intellectuals. This is borne out in the manuscript tradition of the works. According to H. S. Offler, for six of Ockham's polemical works only a single manuscript is known; and three of these are incomplete. Only two of the polemical works seem to have been fairly widely circulated.
18
For the Octo quaestiones de potestate pape, over a dozen manuscripts are extant. 19 The Dialogus survives in some thirty manuscripts. 20 Clearly, the transmission of the majority of Ockham's political works was poor. Nonetheless, as far as the two more widely circulated works are concerned, we may discern their influence on following generations. Pierre d'Ailly drew heavily on III Dialogus II when he discussed infidel dominium, the Romans' right to elect popes and natural law.
21 D'Ailly also composed an abridged version of the Dialogus.
22 According to Brian Tierney, Book v of I Dialogus helped to shape conciliar ideas. 23 It has recently been discovered that Juan de Segovia also drew heavily on Ockham's discourse on heretical pertinacity.
24 Jacques Almain wrote a commentary on the Octo quaestiones in Paris circa 1512. 25 Although the reception of Ockham's polemical works by posterity has yet to be fully examined, it is sufficiently clear that he was considered by a number of leading intellectuals in the late Middle Ages as one of the most influential political thinkers to tackle such questions as papal heresy and the relationship between Church and State.
In modern scholarship on the history of European political thought, Ockham has long been considered, along with Dante, Marsilius and Wyclif, as one of the giants in the late Middle Ages, and his name has rarely failed to gain entry into textbooks on the history of political thought.
26 However, there is no such thing as the 'standard' view of Ockham as a political thinker. General surveys of the history of medieval political thought have mirrored the changes and divisions in modern scholarship on Ockham's political thought. In the 1930s Charles Howard McIlwain's The Growth of Political Thought in the West from the Greeks to the End of the Middle Ages portrayed Ockham as a radical critic of the papacy, more radical than Marsilius.
27 R. W. Carlyle and A. J. Carlyle's A History of Mediaeval Political Theory in the West, by contrast, described Ockham as a defender of secular power, just like Marsilius. 28 The contrasting views of McIlwain and of the Carlyle brothers were determined largely by the particular works of Ockham they read; neither of them examined all Ockham's works. McIlwain relied solely on the De imperatorum et pontificum potestate because he considered that it 'gives in small compass the conclusions defended at such portentous length in his longer works, the Dialogus especially'.
29
The Carlyles, on the other hand, represented Ockham's view by using the Octo quaestiones de potestate papae. Clearly, these presentations of Ockham as a political thinker were no more than partial sketches and no comprehensive monograph on his political thought had yet appeared.
Examining all of Ockham's polemical works is daunting enough; exploring their relationship to his speculative writings is still more difficult. After the Second World War historians were divided over the issue of the relationship between Ockham's philosophical and theological thought and his political thought. Walter Ullmann avoided discussing Ockham in his A History of Political Thought: The Middle Ages on the grounds that one must be familiar with Ockham's nominalism and his theology in order to appreciate his political thought.
30
Since the publication of a few substantial monographs in the 1960s and 1970s, the interpretation of Ockham in the textbooks has undergone a transformation. 34 For Canning, Marsilius is 'a political theorist concerned with issues of peace and power', whereas Ockham is concerned far more with truth than human authority.
35
According to Canning, Ockham's polemics are primarily ecclesiological. Indeed he hardly mentions Ockham's contribution to secular political ideas, whilst he stresses Ockham's radical critique of the contemporary view of papal plenitudo potestatis and his rejection of conciliarism.
Black and Canning agree that Ockham was a non-political or even an anti-political thinker. This understanding is dismissed by Janet Coleman as anachronistic. Her recent work, A History of Political Thought from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance, portrays him primarily as a logician engaged in a logical search for Catholic truths.
36 She derives this interpretation by revisiting the issue of the relationship between Ockham's speculative thought and his political thought. Unlike some scholars of previous generations, however, Coleman does not look into Ockham's nominalist metaphysics or his theological doctrine of potentia Dei absoluta. Rather she identifies the epistemological foundations of his political thought in his speculative writings. Coleman shows in detail how Ockham's appeal to experience, natural reason and infallible scriptural tradition in his polemical works was anchored in his intuitive cognition theory. Consequently, Coleman's Ockham emerges as a 'rational voluntarist', who was 'not sceptical about human knowing but about our willing what we know'.
37 Individuals according to Ockham were Introduction
